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TRANSLATING IPSASs INTO NATIONAL STANDARDS: A COMPARISON 
BETWEEN SPAIN AND PORTUGAL 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The purpose of this paper is to explain, from the national standard-setters standpoint, 
how the adoption and/or adaptation of IPSASs has been considered and developed in 
the Iberian countries, in a comparative-international perspective. Using questionnaires, 
it addresses in particular reasons for adapting the former existent public sector 
accounting system to IPSASs, as well as the driving forces leading to this decision, the 
steps that were or are being undertaken in the process, and the advantages and benefits 
that each country expects to derive or have derived from the adoption and 
implementation of an IPSAS-based system. 
The paper is framed by a combination of the Actor-Network Theory with the Institutional 
Theory to help understanding how and why organizations interact and how this 
interaction could have an impact on their choice of accounting policies. 
Main findings allow to conclude that in Spain the main driver for adapting public sector 
accounting to IPSASs has been the reform of business accounting adopting IFRSs, while 
in Portugal the most important driver seems to have been the requirement of lenders, 
namely the IMF, who were supporting the country’s financial crisis. The paper contributes 
to the understanding of the issues underlying the process of embarking in public sector 
accounting reforms towards IPSASs. 
 
Keywords: public sector accounting, standard-setting, international harmonization, 
institutionalisation. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The last decades have been fruitful in reforms in public sector accounting across the 
world, namely moving from cash-based into accrual-based regimes. In this process of 
bringing public sector accounting close to business accounting, International Public 
Sector Accounting Standards (IPSASs) have been developed and adopted in several 
countries. 
In the EU context, public sector harmonization among Member States is currently being 
considered, namely via the development of European Public Sector Accounting 
Standards (EPSASs). 
Both IPSASs and EPSASs are understood as, among other things, important to 
contribute for a more informative and transparent financial reporting of public sector 
entities and governments. Moreover, they are expected to approximate public sector 
accounting and the National Accounts, hence allowing for more reliable information to 
monitor fiscal discipline among EU countries. 
The Iberian countries, after using accrual accounting in the public sector for more than 
twenty years (Spain from middle 1980s and Portugal from 1990s), have acknowledged 
the need to embark in an international harmonization process adopting IPSASs, 
particularly after the adoption of IFRSs in the business sector (Spain from 2008 and 
Portugal from 2010), which was creating some difficulties for consolidated accounts. 
Spain has passed the Chart of Accounts for the Public Sector through the Order 
EHA/1037/2010, which is adapted to IPSASs; Portugal has just passed Law-decree 
192/2015, September 11, and is expecting to start implementation in 2017. 
In both countries a central role in this reform has been assumed by the national standard-
setters for public sector accounting. 
Combining Actor-Network Theory and Institutional Theory to help understanding how 
and why organizations interact and how this interaction could have an impact on their 
choice of accounting policies, this paper aims to analyse how the adoption and/or 
adaptation of IPSASs has been considered and developed both in Portugal and Spain, 
particularly taking into consideration the action of the national public sector accounting 
standard-setting bodies. 
In particular, it explains reasons for adapting the existent public sector accounting 
systems to IPSASs, what was or has been done in the process, especially by the 
standard-setters in each country, and the advantages and benefits realised or expected 
from the implementation of an IPSAS-based system. 
One thing both countries have in in common is that public sector accounting standards 
are contained in an order or decree that is approved by the Ministry of Finance. This is 
an important difference with respect to other countries where a ‘common law’ tradition 
determines a strong influence of the accounting profession in the setting of accounting 
standards (Montesinos, 1998). The Ministry of Finance has the responsibility for 
mandating accounting standards for both businesses and the public sector. 
Therefore, the standard-setters work on the proposals of standards that are firstly 
internally approved within a General Board, and then presented to the Ministry of 
Finance, who eventually might pass or not those proposals to legal decrees or orders. 
Consequently, in both countries the accounting standards assume legal form, making its 
changing more difficult as it implies a bureaucratic process of revoking the law. 
Furthermore, the influence of professionals in accounting policy-making is much lower 
than in Anglo-Saxon countries and standard-setters work for the governments who 
sanction their action. 
Having that considered, it makes sense to develop a comparative study between these 
countries with many similarities also in terms of public administration culture. Regarding 
the public sector accounting system, they also followed similar routes, with the case of 
Spain generally ahead in terms of firstly advancing in the reforms – the accrual basis 
started in Spain in the public sector in the middle 1980s, with the first Plan General de 
Contabilidad Pública. In Portugal that happened about ten years later – the first Plano 
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Oficial de Contabilidade Pública issued in 1997 was also inspired in the Spanish 
framework. In what respects reforming adapting to IPSASs, again Spain issued the 
IPSAS-based system in 2010, while Portugal passed the regulation in 2015, expecting 
to start the implementation in 2017. The different paths of the two countries makes it 
interesting to compare both experiences, expecting to derive lessons to be learned to 
other countries ‘IPSASs beginners’. 
Henceforth the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the theoretical 
framework, namely referring to Actor-Network Theory and Institutional Theory. Section 
3 offers a literature review on comparative studies and harmonization on public sector 
accounting. Section 4 presents the empirical study, firstly broadly explaining how the 
process of adapting the existent public sector accounting system to IPSASs has 
happened, both in Spain and in Portugal, then addressing methodological issues and 
finally presenting the main findings. A discussion and some concluding remarks are 
presented in Section 5. 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 
In the literature there are many theories that can be used to explain innovation or reforms 
either in organizations or in science. We would refer to two theoretical frameworks: the 
Institutional Theory and the Actor-Network Theory (ANT). 
The Institutional Theory assumes organizational structures evolve with the institutional 
rules that function as myths that organizations incorporate and lead to gaining legitimacy, 
resources and stability (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). In the end, the organizations adopt 
techniques, policies and programs that function as powerful myths; they become 
isomorphic with the myths of the institutional environment. This has been for example 
used by DiMaggio and Powell (1983) explaining processes of institutional isomorphism 
that make organizations similar. The authors make emphasis on the role of the State and 
professions as actors for the institutional change, due mainly to the bureaucratization.  
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) identified thee mechanism for institutional isomorphic 
change: coercive isomorphism that stems from political influence and the problem of 
legitimacy; mimetic isomorphism resulting from standard responses to uncertainty; 
normative isomorphism, associated with professionalization. In the last aspect, the 
authors highlight two aspects of the professionalization as important sources of 
isomorphism: formal education and legitimation in a cognitive base produced by 
university specialist and the growth and elaboration of professional networks that span 
organizations and across which new models diffuse rapidly. 
The Institutional Theory has been used in many papers to explain public sector 
accounting and management reforms, with different acceptations about the role of 
human actors and powerful agents, which some authors consider as an evolution of the 
Institutional Theory (Zilber, 2013; Modell et al., 2015). In particular, this framework has 
been used to explain why private sector technologies are translated into the public sector 
(Modell, 2009). Among these studies, it can be highlighted for example Carpenter and 
Feroz (2001) about the decision to adopt generally accepted accounting principles in four 
US State governments, or the study of Ezzamel et al. (2007) about the introduction of 
new budget systems in the UK political organizations. 
The application of the Institutional Theory leads to assume that accounting innovations 
are the effects of some external influences from institutions and discourses (Modell, 
2001). In this framework, ANT can help to explain why such external influences are part 
of the explanation for the adoption or diffusion of new accounting technologies (Justesen 
and Mouritsen, 2011; Modell et al., 2015). 
ANT was developed by the sociologists Callon, Latour and Law (Callon, 1980, 1986; 
Callon et al., 1986; Latour, 1987, 1997, 2005). They argued that ‘knowledge’ may be 
seen as a product or an effect of a network of heterogeneous materials (Law, 1992). It 
describes how actors form alliances and involve other actors to strengthen such 
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alliances. Initially it was use for explaining technological advances and it has been used 
in many disciplines for explaining reform processes (O’Connell et al., 2014). 
ANT focuses on how networks of homogeneous actors, both human and non-human are 
built to produce new knowledge. The actors try to create a central network, using 
persuasive language to interact and influence other actors in the network. Central to ANT 
is the sociology of translation, an analytical framework adapted to the study of the role 
played by science and technology in structuring power relationships. It explains the 
attempts by innovators to impose themselves and their definition of the situation on 
others; they create a central network in which all the actors agree that the network is 
worth building and defending. Three methodological principles are stated: agnosticism 
(impartiality between actors engaged in controversy), generalized symmetry (the 
commitment to explain conflicting viewpoints in the same terms) and free association 
(the abandonment of all a priori distinctions between the natural and the social).  
Callon (1986) defined ‘translation’ as the mechanism by which the social and natural 
worlds progressively take form. The result is a situation in which certain entities control 
others. Understanding what sociologists generally call ‘power relationships’ means 
describing the way in which actors are defined, associated and simultaneously obliged 
to remain faithful to their alliances. This author identified four moments of translation, 
which constitute the different phases of a general process during which the identity of 
actors, the possibility of interaction and the margins of action are negotiated and 
delimited: 
• The Problematization or how to become indispensable. At this stage the problem that 
needs to be solved is defined and the actors are determined, establishing their 
identities and the links between them. During problematization, the primary actor 
defines the obligatory passage point (OPP) between the other actors and the 
network, so that it becomes indispensable. The problematization describes a system 
of alliances or associations, between entities thereby defining the identity and what 
they want.  
• Interessement. Is the group of actions by which an entity attempts to impose and 
stabilize the identity of the other actors it defines through its problematization. At this 
stage, the main actor gets other actors interested and negotiates the terms of their 
involvement. The primary actor works to convince the other actors that the roles it 
has defined for them are acceptable. 
• Enrolment is the definition and coordination of the roles. It is the description of the 
groups of multilateral negotiations, trials of strength and tricks accompanying the 
interessement and enabling them to succeed, and whether the actors accept the 
roles that have been defined for them during interessement. The device of 
interessement does not necessarily lead to alliances, i.e., to actual enrolment. 
• Mobilisation of allies, in which the delegate actors in the network represent the 
masses and the enrolment becomes active support. 
The increasing use of ANT in accounting research shows the potential interest that the 
theory can have in this field (Justesen and Mouritsen, 2011; O’Connell et al., 2014; Model 
et al., 2015). It was soon used by Robson (1991, 1992, 1994), Miller (1991), Ezzamel 
(1994) and Chua (1995), and there is a long list of papers dealing with this theory for 
explaining management accounting adoption (O’Connell et al., 2014). It has been used 
by Chua and Taylor (2008) for explaining IFRSs diffusion and by Mennicken (2008) in 
the area of international audit standards. 
There are also many authors that have used ANT in the area of public sector reform, 
such as Preston et al. (1992), Chua (1995), Lowe (1997), Christensen and Rocher 
(2009), Christensen and Skaerbaek (2010), Becker et al. (2014), suggesting that ANT 
has been demonstrated to be efficacious for understanding public sector reforms.  
Justesen and Mouritsen (2011) point out that ANT evidences that accounting reforms 
are never merely diffused or adopted; they are translated and, at the same time, they are 
enrolled in an actor-network that reconfigures other actors’ interests. 
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This paper considers that the concept of translation can be used to explain the adoption 
of IPSASs by many governments around the world, and in particular for the case of Spain 
and Portugal. 
ANT has been combined with the Institutional Theory in many of the cases (Modell, 2005, 
2009; Rautiainen and Scapens, 2013; Modell et al., 2015) arguing that they can 
complement each other. Even the seminal paper of Robson (1991) considers that there 
are institutional actors and an institutional arena of accounting profession. However, 
Modell et al. (2015) argue that there are several differences and tensions between both 
theories that can make interesting to focus on one of the theories and add some aspects 
of the other. 
Our paper assumes that ANT can be combined with Institutional Theory to explain the 
adoption of IPSASs in Spain and Portugal. In fact, in both countries the institutions have 
been a main actor for adopting the IPSASs. This is an important contribution of the paper. 
 
3. IPSAS adoption and the harmonization on Public Sector Accounting 
At the moment, there are many studies that try to analyse what is the level of 
convergence or harmonization in the international context. Accounting harmonization 
differs from standardization, particularly at the conceptual level. According Mussari 
(2014, p.304), ‘standardization purports to identify a solution, a point of arrival, a 
reference model’, i.e., a standard towards which all must strive and to which all must 
state. Harmonization supposes the adjustment of the different points of view (accounting) 
of various countries, and it allows to have different requirements (accounting), so of 
course, assuming that these specificities do not create barriers to the overall process.  
Many European governments, the EC, and other EU institutions (Biondi, 2014; Grossi 
and Soverchia, 2011) adopted some form of accruals accounting in the past years but 
without following the same accounting standards (Mussari, 2014). The unintended but 
foreseeable effect of these reforms was the generation of highly heterogeneous 
budgeting and accounting systems in the European context (Brusca and Condor, 2002; 
Jones et al., 2014). 
The main path for the harmonization in public sector accounting, on an international field, 
has been the IPSASs – issued by IPSASB and based upon the IFRSs, which have played 
an important role in accounting reform processes, namely in accrual accounting, around 
the world (Christiaens et al., 2010; Adhikari and Mellemvik, 2010; Jensen and Smith, 
2013). By establishing a conceptual framework that distinguishes objectives and users 
for public sector financial reporting from those of IFRSs, the IPSASs assumes an 
important, and a positive step (Ellwood and Newberry, 2016). 
IPSAS has led to a degree of harmonization among Western countries and some 
standardization is expected in developing countries (PricewaterhouseCoopers – PwC, 
2013). In fact, the literature contains several references (Brusca et al., 2015, Manes 
Rossi et al., 2016) to these standards as the most probably to achieve international 
acceptance. What does not seem so evident is how countries should introduce them into 
the national legislation. Should international standards replace the national standards or 
could they stay at the same time (Manes Rossi et al., 2016)?.  
Another question is if the standards should be directly applying or if it is more convenient 
an adaptation of national standards to the international pronouncements. This is in fact 
the path that is more usual at the moment, and it seems the trend that the European 
Union (EU) considers more convenient, that after considering different options for the 
harmonization of public sector accounting, the European Commission (2013, p.8) argues 
that ‘the IPSASs represent an indisputable reference for potential EU harmonized public 
sector accounts’.  
The Commission decided that the best option would be to develop EPSASs based on 
the IPSASs (Aggestam and Brusca, 2016). Thus, the EU supports the standardized 
adoption of private sector accounting practices by European governments, even though 
IPSASB is a private body that has no mandate in the EU. Mussari (2014) considers that 
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the harmonization of public sector accounting by means of the development of EPSASs 
is the natural effect of the progressive adoption of accrual-based accounting in the 
European public sector.  
The diffusion of IPSASs started with their adoption by international organizations, such 
as the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), and the EC, 
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the Council of Europe, the International 
Criminal Police Organization (INTERPOL) and the United Nations (UN) have also 
adopted the IPSASs. Recently has issued a mandate that all agencies become IPSASs 
Compliant.  
Therefore, it seems interesting to study the compatibility between accounting systems 
used by the EU Member States and IPSASs in order to assess the process for 
implementing these international standards, which could be an effective tool for 
accounting harmonization, transparency, and better control of public sector accounts, as 
refer previously. 
At the governmental area, it is difficult to clearly establish what countries are applying 
the IPSASs in practice. There are different studies that aim to show what the situation is 
but there is no consensus about it. 
Various studies have been conducted on IPSASs adoption in many countries 
(Christiaens et al. 2010, Ernst and Young, 2012; Bellanca and Vandernoot, 2014; PwC, 
2014; 2015; Brusca et al., 2015; Christiaens et al., 2015).  
Table 1 summarizes an overview of countries by EU which plan or no plan or already 
adopt IPSASs. According to Table 1, most countries of EU already plan to or adopt 
IPSASs. The are few countries in EU that no plan to adopt IPSASs.  
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Table 1: Overview of IPSASs implementation in EU 
 Already IPSASs or  
similar to IPSAS 
Plan to adopt 
IPSASs 
No plan to 
adopt IPSASs 
Austria X   
Belgium X   
Bulgaria   X 
Cyprus  X  
Croatia   X 
Czech Republic X   
Denmark   X 
Estonia X   
Finland   X 
France X   
Germany   X 
Greece    
Hungary  X  
Ireland    
Italy  X  
Latvia X   
Lithuania X   
Luxembourg    
Malta  X  
Poland X   
Portugal  X  
Romania X   
Slovenia   X 
Slovakia  X  
Spain X   
Sweden  X  
The Netherlands X   
UK X   
 
4. The reform towards IPSASs in Spain and in Portugal 
 
4.1. The reform process and the adoption of IPSASs 
As in other continental European countries, in the Iberian countries there is a strong 
legalistic tradition and the administrative law model has always been dominant for the 
functioning and reform of the public sector (Lüder and Jones, 2003). Legislative reforms 
have been the main support of the government for the implementation of the (public 
sector) accounting reforms. 
In Spain, the body responsible for issuing public sector accounting standards is the 
Intervención General de la Administración del Estado (IGAE), a department of the 
Ministry of Economy and Finance, which is also responsible for the internal and financial 
control of the national government and its accounting process. In this department, there 
is a Section of Accounting Standardization that prepares the chart of accounts for the 
public sector and its further developments at central and local government levels. 
Consequently, the final decision on the accounting standards to be issued is taken by 
this department, where the main responsible is the Interventor General (Comptroller 
General). This leads to an increased tendency for the rapid diffusion of accounting 
standards across the Spanish public (and business) sector as changes in standards are 
only dependent on government fiat. 
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In Spain, IGAE has the responsibility to pass a General Chart of Accounts and then 
prepares adaptations to specific governmental entities, such as central government or 
local government. The IGAE has no jurisdiction over regional government accounting 
(who issue their own accounting standards), but regional governments have 
progressively adapted their accounting regulations to those issued by IGAE. All in all, 
the legal framework of finance, budgeting and accounting is very uniform and 
homogeneous in the three levels of government across the country. 
The Spanish Public Sector Chart of Accounts develops the accounting principles and 
specific standards to be applied and provides a description of the bookkeeping rules, as 
well as the models of financial statements to be prepared on an annual basis. It makes 
the whole process more inflexible. 
The Spanish public sector accounting system has been always based on the business 
accounting model, although it includes adaptations for the public sector. Since its origins, 
public sector accounting has consider as a reference the standards in the business 
sector. The introduction of financial accounting and accrual basis dates from the 1980s, 
and the intention was to translate the business accounting model to the public sector. 
In Portugal the first Public Sector Chart of Accounts was prepared by a special experts 
group and passed and approved by a decree of the Ministry of Finance in 1997, having 
the Spanish one has main inspiration, as well as the existent business chart of accounts. 
It brought public sector accounting close to business accounting, introducing financial 
and cost accounting under the accrual basis regime, together with cash-based budgetary 
accounting. Through this decree the first public sector accounting standard-setter 
commission was created, with the main mission of monitoring the implementation of this 
framework. By 2012, within a major reform of the organizational structure of the Ministry 
of Finance, this commission was extinct and a new decree was passed redesigning the 
accounting standard-setter role in Portugal. The accounting standard-setting 
commission (Comissão de Normalização Contabilística – CNC) in its current 
organization, was created and is regulated by Law-decree 134/2012, June 29. It is an 
independent body, administratively autonomous, though under the Ministry of Finance; 
it embraces members of several stakeholders, both from the private and the public 
sector, interested in accounting matters. CNC embraces two committees – one for 
business accounting and another for public sector accounting, the Comité de 
Normalização Contabilística Pública (CNCP). CNCP has 9 members, representative of 
the accountants and auditors institutes, the Budget General Department, Local 
Government General Department, Finance Inspection Directorate, National Institute of 
Statistics, Universities and Polytechnics teaching accounting, and an independent 
member acknowledged as expert (article 16, 1.b)). The main competency of CNCP is 
(article 18) to issue public sector accounting standards and interpretations taking IPSASs 
as reference, as well as to contribute for its development, implementation and 
improvement. 
One thing both the above standard-setters have in common is that, despite their 
administrative independence, they work under the Ministry of Finance, which is ultimately 
the entity responsible for the issuance of public accounting standards in the form of law. 
Therefore, the standard-setters work on the proposals of standards that are firstly 
internally approved within a General Board, and then presented to the Ministry of 
Finance, who eventually might pass or not those proposals to legal decrees or orders. 
Consequently, in the Iberian countries, within the Continental accounting tradition, 
accounting standards assume legal form, making its changing more difficult as it implies 
a bureaucratic process of revoking the law. It might then be said that, compared to the 
reality of Anglo-Saxon common-law countries where professionals’ influence in 
accounting policy-making is high, in Portugal and Spain, professionals’ influence is much 
lower and standard-setters work for the governments who sanction their action. 
Table 2 summarises the main stages of the reforms in both countries, in the last decades. 
 
Table 2: Main stages of the public sector accounting reforms: Spain vs. Portugal 
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Spain Portugal 
1977 General Budgetary Law 1977 (First 
step for accounting modernization). 
1989-
1992 
State Financial Management New 
Regime: 
- Revision of the Constitution (1989) 
- Public Sector Accounting Basis Law 
(1990) 
- New Budget Framework Law (1991) 
- Regulatory law of the State Financial 
Management (1992) 
1981 First Chart of Accounts for Public 
Sector (provisional version). 
1993- 
1996 
Several drafts sectorial charts of 
accounts – for Health, Social Security and 
Higher Education. 
In the local government – a chart of 
accounts for municipalized business units 
(Serviços Municipalizados). 
1983 First Chart of Accounts for Public 
Sector (definitive version). 
1985 First accrual financial statements for 
central government. 
1990 First Chart of Accounts for the local 
government. 
1992 First accrual financial statements for 
local government. 
1994 Reform of the Chart of Accounts to 
adapt it to the business sector Chart 
of 1990. 
1997 Chart of Accounts for Public Sector. 
1999 Chart of Accounts for Local Government. 
2004 Reform of the Chart of Accounts for 
local government adapting it to 1994 
Chart. 
2000 Chart of Accounts for the Education 
Sector. 
Chart of Accounts for the Heath Sector. 
(2007) (Business sector accounting adapted 
to IFRSs – new Business Chart of 
Accounts, starting implementation in 
2010). 
2002 Chart of Accounts for the Entities of the 
Social Security System. 
2010 Reform of the Chart of Accounts to 
adapt it to the Business Chart of 
Accounts, reformed in 2007, and to 
the IPSASs. 
(2009) (Business sector accounting adapted to 
IFRSs – SNC, starting implementation in 
2010). 
2013 Reform of the Chart of Accounts for 
local government adapting it to 2010 
Chart. Compulsory since 1 January 
2015. 
2015-
2016 
Reform of the Chart of Accounts to adapt 
it to IPSASs (implementation starting in 
2017) – System of Accounting Standards 
for Public Administrations (SNC-AP) – 
embracing a simplified regime for small 
public entities. 
The introduction of IPSASs in Spain takes place in the 2010 Chart of Accounts and has 
its origin in the reform of business sector accounting. The Regulation 2002/1606/EC of 
the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 July 2002 on the application of 
business international accounting standards has had an important impact in the 
accounting field. This sparked off a debate about the advisability of adapting the Spanish 
law to the international standards, with the aim of avoiding differences in accounting 
standards between individual and group (consolidated) accounts. A new Chart of 
Accounts for business accounting was passed in November 2007, applicable from 1 
January 2008. This new Chart of Accounts is adapted to the IFRSs; with the intention of 
harmonizing listed and unlisted companies and also between individual and group 
accounts. 
In the same context, Portugal passed the new IFRS-based System of Accounting 
Standards (SNC) in July 2009, becoming applicable from 1 January 2010. 
In Spain the reform in the business accounting started a new process for the reform in 
the public sector accounting, leading to the new IPSAS-based Chart of Accounts in 2010. 
In Portugal, the existent Chart of Accounts lost its conceptual basis after the changes in 
business accounting. Additionally, there were problems in preparing consolidated 
accounts, since governmental business units were already in the new business 
accounting system. Finally, the financial crisis and the bailout programme, raised issues 
concerning the insufficiency of the existent system to account for certain transactions as 
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well as to report about the true financial position and risk of public sector entities and the 
government as a whole. The lenders in Troika, especially the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), required IPSASs to be adopted, so the works to adapt the existent Chart of 
Accounts to IPSASs started in March 2013 by CNCP. The new SNC-AP was passed in 
September 2015, embracing a conceptual framework, a list of accounts and 27 
accounting standards (25 IPSAS-based addressing financial accounting and reporting, 
1 for budgetary accounting and reporting and 1 concerning management accounting). It 
is to be applied to all sectors of the Public Administration, including local government. 
Some other countries frameworks (e.g. from Brazil, Spain and France) were taken into 
consideration. 
The main objective of the Spanish accounting reform has been to adapt the public sector 
Chart of Accounts to the business sector Chart, based on the IFRSs. Consequently, the 
approach of IPSASs towards IFRSs has been a keystone for the success of IPSASs as 
a reference for reforming Spanish public sector accounting. The newest Chart of 
Accounts echoes the importance that these standards have gained at the international 
level and especially in international organizations, and mentions as an example the 
adoption of IPSASs in the UN General Assembly. It is therefore used as a justification 
for their consideration in the Spanish context. 
In Portugal, public sector accounting has also followed what has happened in the 
business sector, but in a slower rhythm. In the later years, however, the need to follow 
the business accounting reforms was surpassed by another factor that have increased 
the public sector accounting reforms propulsion: the financial crisis and lenders 
requirements, namely by the IMF. There was also an internal need to have a more 
complete accounting system, considering there was a general acknowledgement that 
the former was not already enough to account for some transaction, e.g. PPPs, and 
substance over legal formed need to become a general accepted accounting principle. 
The actual SNC-AP, at the same time as adopting IPSASs and endorsing internal and 
international harmonization, included several adaptations to the Portuguese reality, 
namely restricting some options allowed by the IPSASs and creating three particular 
standards on budgetary accounting and reporting, management accounting and a 
simplified financial accounting regime for smaller entities. 
 
4.2. Methodological issues 
This paper addresses how IPSASs are seen and have been considered by both the 
Spanish and Portuguese public sector accounting standard-setting bodies, while 
reforming the existent public sector accounting systems. 
The standard-setters perspectives were gathered by two questionnaires (Gillham, 2008). 
The first one, which may be classified as quantitative, comprised two closed questions 
with several options to be answered using a 5-level Likert scale (1-Nothing Important to 
5-Very Important), addressing reasons for and advantages of adapting the existing 
systems to IPSASs. The second questionnaire, more qualitative, comprised ten open 
questions, which respondents could freely answer to, essentially about the driving forces 
leading to the decision to embark in IPSASs, the steps that were undertook or have been 
undertaken to convert the previous existent system, the main challenges and the benefits 
already perceived or expected with the new IPSAS-based public sector accounting 
system1. Table 3 summarises the two questionnaires. 
 
  
                                                 
1 The second questionnaire was inspired by IPSASB’s publications “A Closer Look At”. 
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Table 3: Questionnaires description 
Quantitative questionnaire Qualitative questionnaire 
1. Reasons to adapt PGCP/POCP to IPSASs: 
a. Need for international harmonization 
b. If all national bodies adopt IPSASs, their 
adoption will allow for international 
harmonization 
c. PGC/POC has already been adapted to 
IFRSs 
d. IPSASs have gained legitimacy in the 
international context 
e. In this way, Spain/Portugal will be aligned 
with the international context 
f. More advanced countries have adopted these 
international standards 
g. IPSASs consider problems of the public 
sector at large 
h. Because IPSASs can adapt to the context of 
the Portuguese/Spanish public sector 
i. Because international bodies have adopted 
IPSASs 
j. Because it is a synonym of accounting 
modernization 
k. Because IPSASs are already generally 
accepted, hence easier to justify 
l. Other reasons (please specify) 
 
2. Advantages of adapting PGCP/POCP to 
IPSASs: 
a. Allow accounting harmonization at 
international level 
b. Allow harmonization between public sector 
and business accounting 
c. Allow improving the quality of public sector 
accounting information 
d. Allow information to be understood by a non-
national user 
e. Portugal/Spain become among the most 
modern countries in terms of public sector 
accounting 
f. Other advantages (please specify) 
1. What were the driving forces leading to the 
decision to adopt and implement IPSASs? 
2. What had you heard, both positive and 
negative, about other governmental bodies’ 
experiences in adoption/implementation? 
3. What specific steps did your nation undertake to 
prepare for the conversion from the existing 
system? Was the preparation period sufficient 
enough? What was the projected timeline and 
did you meet it? 
4. What were the institutional challenges you 
faced? The technical challenges? Financial 
costs?  
5. What assistance did you receive from IFAC 
and/or IPSASB throughout the 
adoption/implementation? From other sources 
(national member body, etc.)? 
6. How would you characterize the success of the 
adoption/implementation? 
7. Looking back, what might your governmental 
body have done differently? 
8. What benefits has your nation derived from the 
adoption and implementation of IPSASs? 
9. Are you currently serving as a mentor or 
resource for another governmental body 
engaged in the adoption/implementation of 
IPSASs/accrual accounting? 
10. If not, would you be willing to share your 
experiences and/or provide other governmental 
bodies with guidance? 
Whereas in the Portuguese standard-setter all members were allowed to give their 
answers, the Spanish standard-setter choose to send a single answer for the whole 
group. In the Portuguese case, 7 out of the current 8 members replied to the quantitative 
questionnaire, so findings are displayed in average terms. For the qualitative 
questionnaire, 2 answers were received. 
For the quantitative analysis, frequencies diagrams were used, while for the qualitative 
one content analysis was applied (Miles and Hubermann, 1994; Patton, 2002; Ryan et 
al., 2002). 
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4.3. Findings 
In the following analysis, a comparative-international perspective will be considered 
(Hantrais, 2009). Portugal and particular Spain are amongst the first IPSASs adopters 
within EU Member States; therefore, important advice can be derived from these 
countries’ experiences. 
As becomes clear from above, the two countries are at different stages of adapting their 
public sector accounting systems to IPSASs – Spain is already implementing, since 
2010, so the new system is reaching some consolidation and consequences in public 
sector entities’ accounts start to be visible; while Portugal just passed the main legislation 
and is about to start implementing. These different positions certainly influenced the 
answers offered by the two countries standard-setters. 
 
Figure 1: Reasons to adapt PGCP/POCP to IPSASs 
 
 
Concerning the main reasons to changes the existent system towards IPSASs, it can be 
observed in Figure 1 that, in general, the answers of the Portuguese standard-setter are 
more conservative than those of the Spanish standard-setter. Except for the reasons 
‘More advanced countries have adopted these international standards’, ‘Because IPSAS 
can adapt to the context of the Portuguese/Spanish public sector’ and ‘Because it is a 
synonym of accounting modernization’, the Spanish standard-setter considers all other 
reasons more important to justify the reform in Spain, than the Portuguese standard-
setter to justify the reform in Portugal. This may be due to the fact that in Portugal there 
are not yet results from the reform to be seen, so the respondents tended to be more 
prudent in their answers. 
Nevertheless, a common trend can be identified. The reasons found more important by 
both standard-setters relate to international harmonization issues, as well as to the fact 
that the business accounting system was already adapted to the IFRSs. On the other 
hand, the reasons found less important pointed by both countries are also the same and 
relate to the fact that IPSASs can be adapted to the national public sector realities and 
that more advanced countries have adopted IPSASs already. Perhaps due to their 
Anglo-Saxon routes, Iberian standard-setters found that IPSASs are not so suitable to 
reflect the context of their countries, so this was a reason found not so important to affect 
their adoption. Both countries also seem to consider that the fact that more advanced 
countries already adopt IPSASs was not so relevant for the adoption in Portugal and in 
Spain. 
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As to other reasons impelling IPSASs adoption, while in Spain a need for comparability 
with the business sector was referred, in Portugal the external imposition by Troika 
(namely the IMF) due to the financial crisis was underlined by several members of the 
standard-setter, which led to the government decision of embarking in the reforms. 
In what regards advantages of adopting the existent system (POCP/PGCP) to IPSASs, 
Figure 2, summarises the answers for both countries. 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Advantages of adapting PGCP/POCP to IPSASs 
 
 
Again the answers of the Portuguese standard-setter were a bit more prudent than those of the 
Spanish one; the reasons for the differences, as pointed out before, might be the fact that these 
advantages are not yet perceived in the Portuguese case, but only expected. The factors 
considered less advantageous in the opinion of the Portuguese standard-setter relate to the fact 
that an IPSAS-based system will allow financial information to be understood by a non-national 
user and Portugal become among the more modern countries in terms of public sector 
accounting. 
Regarding other advantages suggested by the respondents, while the Spanish respondent 
suggested increase the possibility to compare financial reporting of different governments, 
Portuguese respondents added the following: 
− Increase transparency, rigour and accuracy of public sector accounts; 
− Allow National Accounts to be prepared from the subsystem of financial accounting; 
− Allow consolidated accounts with GBEs, hence allowing for whole of government accounts 
(WGA); 
− Improve the quality of information for public sector financial management; 
− Facilitate external auditing; 
− Facilitate public sector accounting teaching; 
− Allow international publishing on public sector accounting. 
Interesting is to notice the two latter advantages relate to the academic world, which reflect the 
fact that within the Portuguese standard-setter, there are academics. 
 
Table 4 displays the main ideas derived from the answers to the qualitative questionnaire. 
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Table 4: Reform processes issues – Spain vs. Portugal 
 Spain Portugal 
Driving forces leading 
to the decision to 
embark in IPSASs 
The reform in business sector adapting accounting 
standards to IFRS: «As we always have an 
harmonized system with the business sector, we 
decided to reform also public sector accounting». 
The reform in business sector adapting accounting standards to IFRSs 
made the previous existent public sector accounting system out of date – 
«it became clearly not enough to account and report for certain types of 
transactions (e.g. service concessions via PPPs)». 
«Before the financial assistance programme, in 2010, the Government 
raised the need to adapt the public sector accounting framework to IPSASs 
(Order 474/2010). With the financial assistance programme, led by the IMF, 
EC and the ECB [Troika], public financial management reforms were 
envisaged, being the accounting reform, based on IPSASs, one of the 
elements». 
«…there was a certain imposition from IMF, given the fact that Portugal 
was under bailout and the funders acknowledged that the existent public 
sector accounting system was not enough to report an accurate financial 
situation». 
Steps that were 
undertook or have been 
undertaken to convert 
the previous existent 
system 
− First draft in 2008, taking into account the charter 
of accounts for the business sector (passed in 
2007). 
− New IPSASs-based general Chart of Accounts 
passed in 2010, adapted to Central Government, 
applicable from 2011 
− Adaptation to Local Government in 2013, 
applicable from 2015.  
(The preparation period was considered enough). 
− A new accounting and reporting framework where IPSASs influenced the 
financial accounting subsystem was passed (Law-decree 192/2015, 
September 11), expected to be implemented from January 2017. 
− A new budget framework law with the budgeting, accounting and 
reporting systems aligned with the accrual principles (Law 151/2015, 
September 11). 
− Pilot entities were selected to test the new system during 2016. 
− Civil servants training («give the staff the right expertise to deal with the 
new system») on the run. 
− Software’s adaptation on the run. 
− «A web portal is also being prepared, where entities can submit their 
doubts and problems to be handled by CNCP». 
(There is no information yet about whether the preparation period has been 
enough, neither about the projected timeline for the reform 
implementation). 
Main challenges 
(institutional, technical, 
costs, …) 
− Adaptation of the accounting technologies and 
systems. 
− Training civil servants and officials. 
So far, there is no accurate information on these, but changes in 
management are expected. 
Nevertheless, «The creation of a Directorate within the Ministry of Finance, 
to deal with the implementation and enforcement of the new accounting 
system, is being considered». 
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 Spain Portugal 
«Public sector entities’ accounts are going to be required to be audited for 
compliance with the standards». 
«Financial costs, although not calculated, are expected not to be high, 
since accrual accounting systems already work in the entities». 
Benefits already 
perceived or expected 
with the new IPSASs-
based public sector 
accounting system 
− Central government: system became more 
informative and adapted to the business sector. 
− Local government: success of the 
implementation still being evaluated. 
− «The information that the system provides is in 
line with the business sector and the international 
standards, so this is more convenient to achieve 
comparability in the international field». 
− «Change in the accounting processes for 
infrastructure assets, so that now the 
information is in the balance sheet. It can be 
said that now we have more information that 
allows improvements in the control of assets 
and liabilities». 
Considering the initial stage of implementation, no evidence exists yet to 
make any type of assertion on adoption/implementation of the new 
IPSASs-based system. 
The following benefits are expected: 
− More information for management purposes 
− Enhancing accountability 
− Increasing transparency 
− Accrual accounting as the primary source for reliable and comparable 
National Accounts 
«… expected improvements in the quality of financial and budgetary 
reporting, hence better financial information for accountability and decision-
making at large, also enhancing transparency in public sector accounts. 
Better accounts would allow governments and investors to better assess 
the country’s financial condition and sustainability. Risk can be better 
assessed, decisions (including of public policy) better supported and 
interest rates decrease». 
Other issues References: «…both the Spanish business 
accounting (reformed in 2007) and IPSASs». 
Considerations: «We heard positively about 
implementation of IPSASs in the EC». 
Assistance: No assistance was received from 
IPSASB or any other bodies. 
Mentor for another governmental body: No. 
References: «IPSASs were chosen as reference, since they are the only 
existent international standards, somehow already tested». 
Considerations: «Most of governments that adopted IPSASs call for 
positive benefits» 
Experiences from Brazil, Spain and France, on how IPSASs have been 
adapted, were taken into account. «Some studies and reports from the EC, 
as well as from PwC were also attended». 
Assistance: «No assistance from IFAC/IPSASB. We have technical 
assistance missions from the IMF on public financial management issues 
and [had so far] two dedicated missions to the accounting and reporting 
reforms». 
Mentor for another governmental body: No. 
 
 17 
Analysing Table 4 allows to sum up the following: 
− While in Spain the main driver for adapting public sector accounting to IPSASs was 
the reform of business accounting adopting IFRSs, in Portugal, the most important 
driver seems to have been the requirement of lenders, namely the IMF, who were 
supporting the country’s financial crisis. 
− As to the steps undertook or on the run, Spain refers particularly the legislative 
initiatives, while Portugal also refers to operational procedures, such as pilot entities 
and the creation of a web portal to support entities during the new system 
implementation. 
− Some of the main challenges referred to have happened in Spain, are already in the 
steps being taken in Portugal, e.g. civil servants training and software’s adaptation. 
Main challenges expected in Portugal seem to relate to changes in public entities’ 
management, the possibility of creating a new entity within the Ministry of Finance to 
supervise and provide guidance on public sector accounting reforms, and the 
requirement for public sector entities’ accounts (namely at the central government 
level) to be audited (financial auditing). 
− Regarding the benefits already perceived in Spain and expected in Portugal, there 
are some commonalities, namely related to the system becoming more complete and 
informative, improving transparency and enhancing accountability. However, in 
Portugal, an additional benefit is alluded concerning more reliable information as 
input for National Accounts and for better policy decision-making and risk 
assessment. 
− In both countries there was/has not been support from IPSASB, but Portugal has 
received some technical assistance from IMF, particularly regarding reporting 
issues2. 
 
5. Discussion and conclusion 
The analysis of the reform processes and of the questionnaires show that for the 
adoption of IPSASs, a network has been created providing the standards, with identity 
and legitimacy and, as a consequence, influence. The empirical support for this 
affirmation is primarily drawn from documentary analysis completed with questionnaires 
to members of the Spanish and Portuguese public sector accounting standard-setters. 
The main actor for the network has been the IPSASB, who started to issue IPSASs with 
the aim of achieving the comparability of financial reporting in the international field. It 
has tried to persuade other actors, such as standard-setter boards of different countries, 
as well as the EU. 
At the moment, IPSASB is developing an active policy before national governments and 
international organizations to achieve real Government Generally Accepted Accounting 
Practices (GGAAP) and IPSASs identification. It has encouraged countries to adopt the 
international standards underlying that “the adoption of IPSASs by governments will 
improve both the quality and comparability of financial information reported by public 
sector entities around the world” (IPSASB, 2015). Moreover, IPSASB has adopted in 
recent years an active policy for the diffusion of IPSASs, namely translating IPSASs into 
many languages, such as Brazilian-Portuguese, Spanish and French. 
The adoption of IPSASs by international financial, economic and political organizations 
means that they have become a clear and useful reference when requesting faithful 
financial information from countries and public entities. This has become a powerful tool 
to gain some sort of influence on the evolution and reform of public sector financial 
reporting in countries which benefit from financial aids or loans (especially 
underdeveloped countries), as well as on public entities audited by supranational audit 
bodies, such as the EU Court of Auditors. 
                                                 
2 One particular matter supported by the EUROSTAT is the creation of the “State” as a reporting entity, 
creating conditions to the future preparation of WGA. 
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Another important development bringing many actors close to the IPSAB vision of 
adopting international standards was the decision of the EU to require listed companies 
in its Member States to report with IFRSs in 2005, which were endorsed. This was a key 
point for the success of the IPSASs (essentially derived from IFRSs) as a worldwide 
reference for reforming public sector accounting reforms. Since then, many countries 
have decided to move to IPSASs, after having IFRS-based business accounting 
systems. An utmost point of IPSASs ‘network’, particularly within the EU, is the 
development of EPSAS, which will also take IPSASs as main reference. 
Therefore, IPSASs have been able to impose themselves as a legit international 
reference for public sector accounting, following a process in accordance with the ANT 
framework. 
In Portugal an additional factor gave impulse to institutional and legal changes towards 
IPSASs – the financial crisis and the fact that the country was under bailout from 2011 
to 2015 and the lenders considered that the existent public sector accounting system 
was not enough to report an accurate financial situation. In response to this situation, the 
Portuguese Government was pressured for the introduction of international practices of 
public sector accounting. To this end, the Budgetary Strategy Document3, approved for 
the period 2012-2016 and, more recently, for the period 2014-2018, set out formally the 
need to introduce changes in the public sector accounting system oriented to 
international best practices, taking IPSASs as example. Therefore, IPSASs were 
imposed, but they were also acknowledged as reference (coercive isomorphism – 
DiMaggio and Powel, 1983), since they are the only existent international standards, 
somehow already tested. 
The professionalism argued by DiMaggio and Powel (1983) has had also an important 
role. In the cases of the Iberian countries, academics and university experts have been 
incorporated in commissions for the reform. In particular, in Portugal, academics are 
even one category of stakeholders in the national standard-setter, both as 
representatives of universities and polytechnics teaching public sector accounting 
courses, and as independent experts. Additionally, the accounting and auditing 
professionals are also members of the Portuguese standard-setter committee. 
Many people involved in public sector management agree that governmental accounting 
must approach the standards of IPSASB (International Consortium on Governmental 
Financial Management, ICGFM, 2013). Furthermore, it is true that all national reforms 
move towards the introduction of accrual accounting and the accounting practices 
generally accepted in the business sector. The approximation of different public 
accounting systems to IPSASs is a stimulus to harmonization in public sector accounting. 
At the end of the day, these standards are currently the most relevant factor in the realm 
of international accounting standards for public sector entities, as the other variables 
traditionally considered when analysing international accounting harmonization have not 
really worked as useful tools in terms of public sector financial reporting. 
Iberian countries’ standard-setters have acknowledged this importance and role of 
IPSASs for reforming their public sector accounting system: whereas Spain seems to be 
already perceiving the benefits of adopting the PGCP to IPSASs, Portugal is at a stage 
that can be said of ‘optimistic expectation’. 
  
                                                 
3 Available at http://www.portugal.gov.pt/media/1405438/20140430%20DEO.pdf. 
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